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Why the World Needs Anthropologists is a rare event that tries to bring anthropology out of the ivory tower, although popularization is normally something that our discipline almost fights against. I think anthropologists should be more conscious of how they're perceived in the broader public sphere because in most places where there's anthropology a certain withdrawal has been going on for decades. there are many pressing issues of the day, dealing with everything from climate change to identity politics and to human nature, where anthropologists aren't present the way they should have been-but this wasn't always the case. If we go a few generations back, there were quite a few anthropologists that were engaged public intellectuals, were visible, were well known, wrote popular books, took part in discussions, and so on. we see very little of this now. If we go back to the 1960s, you've got people like margaret mead; her research is quite controversial among anthropologists, but she certainly succeeded in placing anthropology on the map by being engaged and by being present where there were important debates. perhaps we should be better at prioritizing good thomas hylland eriksen is a professor of social anthropology at the university of Oslo and president of the european association of social anthropologists (easa). his fields of research include identity, nationalism, and globalization. since 2011 he has been comparatively and interdisciplinary focusing on globalization under the heading "Overheating," which he presented in ljubljana on november 27th 2015 as one of the speakers at this year's symposium Why the World Needs Anthropologists. In addition to this interview, which is oriented towards a rather scholarly audience, there is one intended for a more general public that was published in the journal Razpotja in December 2015, in which eriksen speaks about his wider social engagement.
writing-not just technical skills in sophisticated analytical writing, but good, engaging writing that people want to read. this kind of interrogation and this kind of engagement isn't merely about understanding us better, but it can have moral implications as well because it helps us to see each other in a different light; so, yes, there's an obligation. I'm not saying that everybody should do this. some people do research best and that's what they do, and other people can be good talkers and can popularize other people's research, and that's great. In a greater ecology of anthropology we need different kinds of professionals, some who are extremely specialized, who know everything about kinship, gender, and power in a small traditional society, whereas others can be good at using this knowledge along with other bits of knowledge to tell a compelling story that people want to hear, and I think we should do more about it.
But you're actually all of these in one. no-I mean, well, yeah, I'm doing my best, but I feel that we shouldn't disparage popularization. there's been a tendency to look a bit down upon it, but we need all kinds of people. for me it was wonderful to have someone at my department who was occasionally out in the real world and wrote in newspapers, so that others, people that would never go to university, would actually hear a little bit of what social anthropology was about.
Could you briefly describe what your most recent project, Overheating, is about?
what we're trying to do with Overheating is to fill a gap in the literature on globalization, and not merely about life modes in one place, but we're trying to say something general, what I called the "clash of scales," between the large and local. the large scale-you know, the uniform, the contagion, the state, the world of global capitalism on one hand, and on the other hand there are local lives that people live in their own community, so we're trying to bridge that gap. we're a group of researchers who've done fieldwork in lots of locations around the world and we try to produce ethnographic material that's comparable. so we're really going to do it globally and we're still a bit off; we've got a couple of years left, working very hard, creating an analysis of the global situation seen from below.
It's almost the anthropology of everything, right? not quite; it's the anthropology of the global crisis the way that it's being perceived locally. say you live somewhere in australia and all of a sudden there's a mining company that comes in next door. and somehow it removes all the topsoil, and it removes rocks and stones, and grass and trees, and you ask yourself, who can I blame and what can I do? It's a kind of question that many people ask when they're being confronted with global or large-scale changes that affect their local community or local lives. Our informants don't distinguish between the environment, the economy, and identity, but they all somehow interact and affect local life. It's the anthropology of local responses to global changes. you can say some of these are local responses to global neoliberalism. for example, I had master's student who's done half a year of fieldwork in Dominica, a small caribbean island, and she's been looking at the small local farmers. for many years they were doing rather well, but they had protected access to the european and british markets and then fifteen or twenty years ago they lost these privileges, so they had to compete almost on the same level as large-scale plantations in costa rica and other parts of the world. they found that extremely difficult. so she's looking at the clash of scales between the local and the global. we're trying the same together because the reaction among the banana farms in Dominica is somehow comparable to workers in the shipbuilding business in korea, who find that they're losing the jobs or losing their rights because of competition from chinese shipbuilders, or people in australia, who feel that they're losing their local environment because of the bigger coal mining company that comes in. so, in other words, there's a pattern to this; it's the anthropology of local reactions to these kinds of global large-scale processes.
And ethnography is taken really seriously to reveal these processes, right? yes, I think it's important and that's one of the shortcomings in the mainstream literature on globalization: there are anecdotes from people's lives, but the uniqueness of each locality isn't taken seriously enough. the problem of anthropological studies of globalization has often been the opposite; namely, that you go really deeply into one place and you somehow neglect the rest. so we're trying to feel the gap in both ways here, to find the middle ground or a third way between. you have anthony giddens' and manuel castells' literature on globalization and, on the other hand, you have the person that works locally with a magnifying glass, studying the relationship between the grains of sand on the beach. we're trying to connect these levels.
The seriousness of global warming has been quite neglected among not only anthropologists, but all of social sciences. When did you get this breakthrough? When did you become a scientist that's aware of this and take it seriously? well, it's hard to tell. I mean it's coming now, I see that the anthropology of climate change is one of the big growth industries. just like ethnicity and nationalism were big in the 1970s and 1980s, when I came into anthropology, lots of things were happening. you're from slovenia, you know the breakup of yugoslavia, which was a shock to us, and we really needed to understand what was happening, and the genocide in rwanda around the same time, and around the same time hindu nationalists came to power in India, which wasn't supposed to happen, you know it contradicted everything we thought we knew about India. and around the same time there were controversies around migration, multiculturalism, diversity, and Islam in western europe, and so you had a really overheated time around nationalism and ethnicity and the politics of identity at that time. what's happened after the turn of the century is that climate change, the subject that some people speak of as the anthropocene-you know, the new geological era-has in the space of just a few years become one of the big fashionable terms in anthropology and the social sciences, but it came late. as for me, I don't know when I got the idea that I wanted to do something about this. It must have been many years ago, but has been simmering and I've been doing other things, and finally I got the opportunity a few years ago to look at this more closely. to look at what's interesting for us, what can we do, we're not geophysicists, we can't really predict the temperature of the world, we don't know that much about cO2. what we can do is study how people respond, how they react, how they talk about it, and what they do, and again the question is who I can blame and what I can do.
the concern with climate change can be quite serious in the sense that it creates a sense of a feeling of powerlessness, there's nothing I can do, we just have to let things happen. and for this reason I've been interested in my own fieldwork in australia, where I've been working in an industrial town in central Queensland. I've been interested in how environmental engagement begins with things that you can manage. I probably can't do anything about the world's climate, but maybe I can save these trees, maybe I can save the dolphins in the harbor. how that engagement begins, and what's probably one of my main findings, is that global political engagement for positive change always has to start locally.
Although anthropology doesn't give recipes on how to stop climate changes, we're not completely helpless.
I'm trying to do this in things that I'm writing right now, actually. just before you rang me up, I was writing something about this. we can show that for economies scaling down can be a good thing because that will give people a sense of ownership or a sense of control. when it comes to the world of communication, we have to scale up instead in order to connect our own local concerns with those of people elsewhere. for example, one of the environmental activists I got to know rather well in australia started out as a housewife. she started by being worried about the dolphins and turtles in her own backyard, in the harbor where she lived. she saw them floating dead on the surface and was wondering if this had something to do with industry. It was a very local concern, but then she started expanding her scope, so she moved up to a higher level of scale and, before I left australia, she was already reading up on the oil sands in alberta in canada, on global climate change affecting the great reef, so she expanded her engagement, but it started as a kernel, a very local, very small engagement. so that would be my main story: that engagement has to start locally, that people have to reclaim ownership in their own communities.
there's a clash of scales there. It's local environmental engagement that I'm talking about-where people living in industrial towns are trying their best to do something about the quality of the air, about emissions, about noise, about the water, and so on, and they find it hard to relate to global large-scale environmental organizations, such as greenpeace. greenpeace, the world champions on saving the world, are pretty good at saving the great barrier reef, but they don't really care about us, who live here in this town, because they never come here, they never engage with us. so they operate on a very large scale. I remember when I was a young man we had a prime minister in norway. she was the one that introduced the term sustainable development. there was a un commission called "our coming future" and she was a chair of that commission, so she was world-famous for her environmental engagement-but at home, in norway, she did nothing. she wanted to pump the oil out of the north sea as fast as possible in order to ensure prosperity, growth, and low unemployment. so that's a clash of scales. that was a long answer, but there's one answer that we can give: be wary of people that speak in a general way, when what they say can have consequences for people that live in much more specific locations at local levels of scale.
As an anthropologist, you're obviously not allowed to judge people; however, sometimes it's really hard to avoid judgement, especially with the overheating issue. yes, it's the balancing and we're talking about it a lot within the Overheating group. all of the people in our group are engaged in one way or another, engaged in the sense that you want to use your knowledge to make the world a slightly better place. traditionally, anthropologists haven't been too good at that; this isn't to pass judgment, just to lay out the facts and say, well, this is what the world looks like and this is why this makes sense to those people and not to those people. I believe that this paradigm, this kind of relative paradigm, has collapsed. It no longer functions precisely for the reasons I was suggesting; we're now all part of the same conversation. we're all in the same boat. so there's no good reason anymore to make a sharp distinction between us and them because we're somehow all a part of the same thing, we're facing the same challenges. australia may not be a typical place because people in australia are educated, read and watch tv, and so on, but so do they in many other places. for example, where my doctoral student is working in rural sierra leone, there have been lots of changes going on. It's an overheated place in the sense of the chinese investors or other foreign investors coming in, opening up mines, and new roads being built, so for some people this means opportunities, and for others it means misery. my student asks a guy "so, how do you explain these changes taking place in your community in the last few years?" and this guy would just shrug and say "well, you know, man, it's global." we have to try to find out what exactly he means when he says "it's global."
we're all part of the same moral space and sometimes we have to take a stance; we have to have a moral or political stance, anything else would be irresponsible. but we have to strike a balance between that kind of engagement and our credibility as researchers, and so we have to be balanced. when I study people that are against climate change I also have to talk to people that are on the other side, people that really believe in the paradigm or progress of industrialism and so on, and take their world seriously. to me, this is the main sort of double bind in contemporary civilization, between economic growth and ecological sustainability, and there's no easy way out. It's a very good question. I think these people exist, but no, I haven't met any of them. It could be a follow-up project of Overheating. someone should do that and you're probably right: there's something about the way many people talk about climate change that resembles these judeo-christian ideas about the end time. we're approaching the end; we're approaching the final phase. think about the popularity of post-apocalyptic films in science fiction. It started with the mad max films in the early 1980s and there's been a sort of series of hollywood and other films about the world after the apocalypse, whether it's climate collapse, whether it's some other kind of global collapse, so there's a real thirst for these narratives. I don't believe in that. In the text I'm writing now I just quoted t. s. elliott, who writes famously that the world ends not with a bang but with a whimper. there's no before and after. many of the communist revolutionaries have similar ideas to christians about the apocalypse: things are going to get worse and worse and worse, and then after the revolution everything is going to be fine. but I think we've got two hundred years of experience with revolutions; we know that they tend to reproduce many of the problems they were meant to solve or otherwise they create new ones. take the arab spring in north africa and the middle east. I think it's very dangerous to behave as though history has a direction and that history is going somewhere.
You mentioned the term Anthropocene. Many find it quite problematic because it puts humans in the center, not only as the source of all the trouble we're facing, but also as more important than anything else on the planet. How do you feel about that? that's right, but some scientists want to have it both ways. because some of them use the anthropocene or they think in terms of the anthropocene and at the same time they emphasize that humans and non-humans are really in a symbiotic relationship. I don't have a lot of time for those kinds of arguments because, if you take the state of the world with climate change, with huge extractive industries, I mean that's one thing that we discovered almost after we started Overheating, the mining boom, the global mining boom is enormous and largely a result of the growing chinese and Indian economies, but that's not all of it. take fracking in the us. Only five or six years ago, most researchers thought that we would run out of fossil fuels pretty soon, so we had to think of something new really quickly. with the nuclear or solar or wind alternative, and now with the new fracking technologies, we seem to have an almost indefinite supply of fossil fuels. that's not going to be a problem. I feel it's irresponsible to question the responsibility of humanity. we put ourselves into this situation, and we're driving other species to extinction. It's our fault and we need to take responsibility for that. however much I may love my cat and however much I acknowledge that humans and other species, especially domestic animals, have somehow coevolved, there's been a mutual relation that's been very close, and you can be fond of your cow, and you can realize how your dog and you have somehow developed in parallel over the last few thousand years-however much we relish our relationships with other species, we must realize that human beings are special; there's no chimpanzee, even the smartest ape you can come across, or the smartest dolphin, that can say, for example, "well you know my dad was poor but at least he was honest." Only human beings can make that sentence so there's something special about this, and we should own up to that responsibility.
I recently read McKibben's
Eaarth, where he suggests that in the future the world will become much more local then it is now. How do you see that? I'm not sure if it's a good thing or a bad thing. as I said, if we're concerned with climate and the environment scaling down, economies would make a huge difference because the things you need will increasingly be produced locally on a small scale. the way I see it is that in the human economy commodities would be expensive, so you would look after your things. I'd have one cup and look after it because I wouldn't have twenty other similar cups in my cupboard, as I do. so things would be expensive and services would be cheaper, so it would make sense, for example, if your jacket is torn, to take it to the tailor and have it mended, but it doesn't now, it's much cheaper to throw it away and buy new one. so in a scaled-down economy and a post-fossil fuel world there would be less abandoned energy. you'd travel less, we'd be back to the time when shipping a cargo of coffee from brazil was really expensive, so you probably couldn't have coffee everyday, but maybe you could have it twice a week and you'd enjoy it more. but having said this, yes, at the level of the economy, I believe that scaling down is one possible solution. I mean not religiously, not fanatically. scaling down as a sensible thing to do, producing things locally, but at the same time a global level of communication. the ability to communicate globally has been a wonderful thing for humanity because it enabled us to expand our scope and to live communicatively on a much larger scale than before. It's easy to identify things happening elsewhere and it's easy to think in terms of humanity, it's almost as if the dreams of the philosophers kant and hegel are coming true, you know. kant wrote about cosmopolitanism life towards the end of his life, eternal peace, and how people can communicate across borders because he saw that coming. hegel wrote in a very different way, as a romantic philosopher about the Weltgeist 'the world spirit', and now we see incipient traces of this cosmopolitan dialog that kant was talking about, and maybe to some extent even of the Weltgeist, which has been part of the premise of Overheating, that people around the world relate to many of the same processes. for example, while we were doing fieldwork, nelson mandela died and I asked everyone in the project to take notes about how people responded to nelson mandela's death; maybe we can use that for something. everywhere, from sierra leone to peru, to canada, there was a local or domestic discourse about nelson mandela, which said something about the fact that we now live in a shared world, up to a certain point.
Would you comment on the situation with refugees pouring into Europe?
there's a lot to say about this, and a lot has already been said. If I were to add anything, I'd mention two things: first, this isn't likely to end soon, even if by some miracle the situation in syria improves dramatically. the mediterranean is one of the starkest boundaries in the world regarding welfare, prosperity, and political stability, and people desperate to escape war, oppression, drought, or poverty will continue to make their way across. so in europe we need to rethink policy on refugees and migration taking this into account. second, the very different responses in different european countries are a reminder that this also isn't a unitary continent; we have different histories, identities, discourses, and circumstances leading to the variations.
What about the refugee crisis in Scandinavia?
It varies here as well. sweden has pursued an open and generous policy, but has recently witnessed a series of attacks on refugee centers. Denmark has been less welcoming, and the Danish government actually placed advertisements in arabic-language newspapers discouraging refugees from coming. norway is perhaps intermediate, but the coalition government, which includes the anti-immigration progress party, is divided and lacking in strong commitment either way. nevertheless, refugees are trickling into norway every day now, not least of all in the barren wastelands on the norwegian-russian borderland. the mediterranean drama is without question the main event unfolding in our region now; it polarizes populations, creates confusion and indecision among politicians, and requires a great deal of political imagination, and I should add humanistic values, to be addressed in a proper way. what anthropologists can contribute are, perhaps, mainly stories and analyses seeing the issues from the refugees' perspective. we have seen germany and hungary as opposing poles.
How does multiculturalism in Norway work otherwise?
On the whole well, in the sense that most immigrants have jobs, integrate into norwegian society, and become norwegian at least by the second generation; but there are issues that polarize the population here as elsewhere, for the time being especially concerning Islam. there are doubtless some tricky issues concerning the place of religion in public life, the position of women, and freedom of expression, but anti-muslim attitudes, which are relatively widespread, are not helpful in promoting the integration of minorities. so yes, we have challenges ahead; the minority population has grown fast in the last couple of decades, and this has changed the demography of the Oslo area in particular. the solution, to make the answer brief, is education, jobs, and a national identity that's capable of encompassing cultural diversity.
Is it too much to say you're also a kind of whistleblower, at least for anthropology? that's too much to say, yes. I don't see myself as a whistleblower, but I'm doing my best in the easa (european association of social anthropologists) and elsewhere. I think we should all make an effort and-to return to what we started to talk about, making anthropology a bit more visible, and trying to be a bit more generous to what's the outside world-trying to explain in a more engaging way what we're doing, and why our knowledge isn't just fascinating, but it can also be important. It's crucial in many ways, both on a small scale and on a large scale, the large scale we already spoke about, it's about creating a more nuanced picture of the world and what it is to be a human being. On the small scale it has to do with the struggle of anthropology in academia. I don't know about the situation in slovenia, but we're struggling a bit here now. norway has a very large anthropological community and we're used to being a popular subject, but in recent years student recruitment hasn't been as good as it used to.
I saw you do lots of things outside of anthropology, but maybe they aren't completely outside of anthropology; can you even detach yourself from the science you're doing? anthropology isn't a nine-to-five job. It is not as if, when you leave the office, you're no longer an anthropologist. you make your observations and you continue to think. but I guess we all do things that are unrelated. I've got a family, for example, you can always make observations of your children, but you know it isn't the same thing as being a father. It's also about scale, the small scale. I also play music, we have a cD out. this is progressive rock, gentle knife. you can find gentle knife music on spotify if you're interested.
Did you always feel this value or the need to give value to other human beings, or was it something that came about when you started studying anthropology? It's hard to say; it's a chicken-and-egg problem, isn't it? why are biologists and anthropologists so different in their approaches to human nature? Is it because they always were like that, or were we brainwashed by different faculties at the university? It's hard to tell. I came to anthropology from philosophy, and what I enjoyed about anthropology was that in a certain way it was philosophy with people. you could ask really fundamental questions about humanity, about knowledge, about emotions, about reality, and so on but you did this through other people's worlds, instead of just speculating on pure ideas, so that's one of the things that attracted me about anthropology: that you have this philosophical background but at the same time you've got real people. 
